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Chatelain: Spanish Contributions in Florida to American Culture

SPANISH CONTRIBUTIONS IN FLORIDA
TO AMERICAN CULTURE
By VERNE E. CHATELAIN
I
Among the numerous steps taken by Spain during
the sixteenth century in its efforts to establish dominion over the New World, none are deserving of
greater attention from the standpoint of our own
national history than the founding of St. Augustine
in the year 1565. The fact that this little settlement which was only one of approximately 200 Spanish towns and cities then existing in the Indies, remained a Spanish colony for nearly two centuries
and was always an indispensable factor in the defensive strategy employed by Spain for safe-guarding its commerce as well as in perpetuating its control over the rich provinces adjacent to the Carribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico, gives it a place
of distinction in the history of the American colonial
period sometimes overlooked by those who have
chosen to regard it merely as a prelude to the story
of English and French colonization of the North
American mainland.
In this connection, it is important to note that in
the process of American colonization it was Spain
that led the way and initiated many of the practices
successfully employed to bring European civilization
to the North and South American continents. Then,
too, in the extension of geographical knowledge and
in the development of novel ideas of trade and emigration, it was Spain more than any other European power that made the primary contribution to
methods and procedures which have since come to
be regarded as distinctly American attributes.
Through its early adventures in both the North and
South American continents, furthermore, that nation demonstrated the practicability of many new
213
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devices of wealth-getting, which were soon to lure
other European nations to the New World.
From 1496, the date of the founding of Santo
Domingo the first permanent Spanish town in
America, these vital processes were to manifest
themselves successively in one frontier after another. As Spanish settlers began to pour in, mines
were opened, various kinds of plants such as cotton,
indigo, sugar cane, olives, figs and citrus were introduced, as well as horses, hogs and cattle. Accompanying these innovations came the European military, political and social systems and such institutions as African slavery. 1
When Pedro Menendez de Aviles established St.
Augustine these processes had already been repeated many times in the origin and growth of Spanish
settlements and, by the end of the sixteenth century,
several years before the founding of the first English settlement at Jamestown Spain had completed
a full cycle of discovery, exploration, and settlement in America, including the colonization of Spanish Florida; and had transferred to the New World
in most of its details a civilization equal to that of
any European nation of that time. By 1574, the
year when Menendez died, it is estimated there were
more than 160,000 Spaniards in the Western Hemisphere, drawn from every class of life. 2
St. Augustine has the distinction of being the oldest European community in point of continuous
existence in continental United States. But of even
greater historical importance is the fact that it was
1. Some of these innovations reflected a high cultural level. For
instance, more than half a century before Jamestown was
established by the English two important university centers
were already flourishing, one at Mexico City and another at
Lima. Along with these were other manifestations of culture,
such as art galleries and printing presses.
2. Bourne, E. G., Spain in America, (New York, 1904), 196-97,
referring to Juan Lopez de Velasco, Geografia y Descripcion
Universal de las Indias (Justo Zaragoza’ed.).
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the political, military, and religious capital of the
only colony to be successfully established by Spain
on our Atlantic seaboard. As such, it was the center of the provinces of La Florida comprising, at a
time when several European nations were struggling to control the North American Continent, the
greater portion of the lands east of the Mississippi
river. 3
From St. Augustine during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries went adventurous
conquistadores to explore the lands of the present
states of Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia,
and the Mississippi basin, devout Catholic missionaries to spread Spanish religion and influence from
the southern tip of the Florida peninsula to the remote shores of Chesapeake Bay, and political leaders to stir up the hot fires of international rivalry,
thereby vitally affecting the destinies of such nations as France, England, and, eventually, the United States.
It is fortunate that the transcendent importance
of Spain’s role in the drama of New World history
is now being more fully recognized, as is also her
contribution to the origin and growth of the United
States. And, in this connection, the story of the
St. Augustine colony is deserving of careful attention by those who would enumerate and evaluate the
forces contributing to the progress of our nation.
II
The circumstances which led to the launching of
the St. Augustine Historical Program in the fall of
3. Francis Parkman in his narrative entitled Huguenots in
Florida in Pioneers of France in the New World, (Boston,
1865), p. 14, observed that the name Florida “as the Spaniards of that day understood it, comprehended the whole
country extending from the Atlantic on the east to the longitude of New Mexico on the west, and from the Gulf of Mexico
and the River of Palms indefinitely northward toward the
polar sea.”
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1936 arose in part from the realization that, as has
been pointed out, this chapter in our national history needed more careful study and interpretation.
There was also the fact that many of the physical
elements connected with the life history of St.
Augustine, having characteristics quite unlike those
of other communities along the Atlantic seaboard,
still exist in various stages of deterioration and
afford a rare opportunity under intelligent and realistic treatment, to promote the interests of American historical education.
Fortunately the citizens of St. Augustine were
alert to the importance of preserving and using the
historical resources of their community and were
desirous of undertaking a program which would
lead to such a result.
The Carnegie Institution of Washington, whose
research activities have resulted in extending and
broadening the knowledge of many phases of our
colonial history, including the study of Spanish operations in the Southwestern portion of the United
States and in Central America, accepted the responsibility of conducting the researches relating to the
St. Augustine colony, and of advising generally regarding the program.
The city of St. Augustine and the state of Florida
undertook in their own behalf to formulate plans
for the control, preservation, and development of
important historic sites and of the related physical
environment. These plans provided for setting up
desirable legal restrictions to prevent at any future
time the alteration or destruction of important historical structures and remains and to promote the
introduction of desirable aesthetic features looking
toward the improvement of the environment. Also,
through the purchase and appropriate treatment of
some of the more important of the historic sites, as
well as by means of the development of a system

.,
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of accurate historical markers and an adequate historical museum and library, the community expects
to bring about a condition beneficial alike to the citizens of this region and of the entire nation.
Since 1936 this program has gone steadily forward and many features of the plan have already
in a measure been realized, including the setting up
of certain legal controls and the inauguration of
extensive historical and archeological research
activities. 4
It is the purpose of this paper to indicate briefly
some of the results of the investigations made during the course of the Program, particularly with
regard to historical events of the first Spanish
period and the contribution of this community to
American cultural development.
III
Those who have been fortunate enough to visit
St. Augustine and perhaps other old Spanish towns
in the New World, such as Santa Fe, Mexico City,
Merida, and Havana, have doubtless been impressed
with the regularity of the streets, the pleasant
plazas, or centrally located public squares, the
beautiful patios, or gardens, often hidden away behind high garden walls, the impressive churches and
cathedrals, and the comfortable homes.
These conditions are suggestive of the emphasis
placed by earlier inhabitants upon the planning of
an orderly, dignified and pleasant environment.
As the visitor begins his investigation of St.
Augustine today not all of these things are immediately obvious. The grim grey walls of the Castillo de San Marcos, the old city gates, the narrow
4. A resume of the first two years of operation of the St.
Augustine Historical Program can be obtained in Year Books
of the Carnegie Institution of Washington: (Washington
1937 ; 1938 ) . In Yearbook No. 36, see pages 52-6; 372-7 ;
in No. 37, pages 57-9; 389-91.
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streets, an occasional overhanging balcony and faint
traces of the ancient moat lines and redoubts are
the principal historical features which meet the eye.
Otherwise a mantle of modern conditions seems to
have fallen over the scene.
However, a more careful examination will reveal
much that the tourist does not ordinarily see. As
one approaches St. Augustine from the north he
passes through the remains of three parallel defense lines, each of which extended across the peninsula on which the town is located, from east to
west, connecting the North (or Tolomato) and the
San Sebastian rivers. These lines today have nearly disappeared, only an occasional mound or depression still showing on the surface of the ground. The
study of the military maps of the eighteenth century, however, as well as the archeological researches of the Program, have proved very productive, enabling the investigator to reestablish the location as well as the general character of these historical elements.
Traveling from north to south, we encounter first
the Fort Maze line, then nearly a mile closer to the
old city, the intermediate parallel or hornwork, and
lastly the Cubo line, the course of which ran directly west from the Castillo de San Marcos by way of
the city gates to the Cubo redoubt facing the San
Sebastian. It is worthwhile to note that both the
walls and the bastion of the star-shaped fort and
the old gates are constructed of a native shell rock,
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called coquina, which was quarried in the northern
part of Anastasia Island. 5
Each of the defense lines had a number of redoubts placed at regular intervals which were connected by a continuous earthwork from ten to fifteen feet in elevation and planted on top with Spanish bayonets. In front of the earthwork in connection with each parallel was a wide ditch, or moat,
filled with water and operated by the tide. 6
Coming to the intersection of Orange and Cordova streets, the visitor finds himself at the original site of the Santo Domingo redoubt, an early
eighteenth centry fortification, at the point of junction of the ‘‘circunvalacion,” or lines of circumvallation, which included both the Cubo and the Rosario lines. The Rosario line extended south by southeast along what is now Cordova street, until near
the point of intersection of Cordova and St. Francis
5. Coquina is a shell rock, which exists only along a short section of the Florida coast line from the harbor of St. Augustine to the junction of the Timoko and Halifax rivers. It is
found very near the surface of the ground, and is quarried
easily. Upon exposure to the air the stone, though very
poruous, hardens into a dry durable rock and is not greatly
affected by moisture or fire. Because of its weight and the
inadequacy of transportation facilities, its use has always
been confined to the vicinity of the region where it is to be
found. The native Indian tribes had knowledge of it at an
early date, but apparently they rarely used it, perhaps because they lacked the proper tools to quarry and move the
stone. The Spaniards seem to have built with wood, earth
and tabby for nearly a century before deciding to employ
coquina generally for purposes of construction. Today it is
still used quite generally at St. Augustine. There is no evidence of any brick making until the English period, when
sugar mills upon the principal plantations were constructed
of coquina and brick. Even then brick was only incidentally
used at St. Augustine.
6. Because the tidal action in the San Sebastian river is about
an hour later than in the North river, the rise and fall of the
water resulted in the regular flushing of the moats, the water
flowing first in one direction and then in the other. The
northern, or Mosa line, was the last constructed, being completed in the two decades following the Oglethorpe period,
that is from about 1739 to 1763. The hornwork had been
made immediately after the Moore attack in 1702 probably
being finished in 1708 ; and the Cubo and Rosario lines thereafter, apparently in the period from 1720-1722.
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streets, it turned southeastward to the Matanzas
river. As in the case of the Cubo line, it was very
carefully built, and some of its redoubts, like that
from which it took its name, located west of the
governor’s mansion, were constructed partly of
coquina. 7 The Cubo and Rosario lines, together
with the Castillo, formed the boundaries of the city
in the eighteenth century, and in effect, gave it the
appearance and condition of a walled medieval
town; and a drawbridge at the city gates, which was
regularly raised and lowered to permit entrance or
exit, tended to emphasize this feature.
The Castillo not only was placed to command the
harbor entrance but also was designed to defend St.
Augustine in case of attack by land from the north.
At lower Matanzas inlet, less than twenty miles
south of the city, Fort Matanzas was built to guard
this southern entrance to the harbor. Other immediately outlying fortifications were Picolata and
San Francisco de Pupo, at the crossing of the St.
Johns (San Mateo) river, 8 and Fort Diego, located
7. No moat was necessary along the Rosario line. inasmuch as

the course of the Marias Sanchez Creek and marsh, the
source of which was a short distance west of the Tolomato
redoubt, ran nearly parallel to that line before emptying into
the San Sebastian river. Gradually this stream and marsh
were filled up as the settlement was extended westward, and
during the British period a system of outer redoubts was
built along the east bank of the San Sebastian from the Cubo
redoubt to its junction with the Matanzas to guard the newer
parts of the city on the west, and southwest.
8. The inner defense sysem is shown on several maps of the
early British period, but especially well on Castello’s two
maps of 1763, and Puente’s maps of 1769. The Martinez map
of 1765 shows the general outer defense system. In 1737
Antonio Arredondo, the Spanish military engineer, gave a
detailed description of the entire defense system, with a
critical analysis of its strength and weaknesses. His maps
of the Castillo de San Marcos and of a proposed plan for
improving the inner defenses constitute perhaps the best
military cartography produced by any Spaniard during the
first two centuries. It will be recalled that this was the time
when the English threat was at its height. [See copies in
the Map Division, Library of Congress.] Dr. Stork’s map
and description of the Spanish defense system at St. Augustine, written in the first decade of the British period, is also
useful.

220

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol19/iss3/4

8

Chatelain: Spanish Contributions in Florida to American Culture

between St. Augustine and the mouth of the St.
Johns river.
All these defenses in their early stages of development were constructed of earth and wood. But later
on coquina was used, in rebuilding Fort Matanzas,
as also the tower at Picolata, the Spanish lookout
on Anastasia Island, and as already noted, the Castillo de San Marcos and certain redoubts of the
Cubo and Rosario lines. Archeological investigations in connection with the Program has revealed,
below the surface of the ground, an interesting historical record of palisade lines, redoubts, gun positions, and artifacts, to be associated with these defenses of Spain in Florida.
The location and development of the inner military defense system, including the Castillo de San
Marcos and the Cubo and Rosario lines, had, as may
be surmised, a decided influence upon the general
plan and growth of the town.
But there was another important factor in this
regard to be considered. A series of royal orders,
culminating in the cedula of 1573 9 made provision for
the proper selection of sites and for the laying out
of new towns in Spanish America. As a result of
these orders, St. Augustine was moved from its
second location near the harbor entrance on Anastasia Island to its present site. The cedula of 1573,
it may be added, brought about, in the old capitol
of Spanish Florida, the first instance of city planning and zoning in what is now the United States,
outlining the principles to govern not only in the
determination of the sites of all Spanish towns in
the New World, but also in the location and develop9. The Spanish text of this document, together with a translation of the same and an introductory note by Zelia Nuttall
is to be found in the Hispanic American Historical Review,
IV, No. 4, for November, 1921, 743-53. The original manuscript (MS 3017), in the Royal Archives, is among the papers
entitled “Bulas y Cedulas para el Gobierno de las Indias.”
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ment of such features as the plaza, the streets, the
churches, and other public buildings. And the similarity to be noted today between St. Augustine and
other Spanish towns developed in the sixteenth
century doubtless can be accounted for by the fact
that every one of them was influenced by the same
basic regulations as to planning.
Before 1675 a large majority of the houses and
public buildings seem to have been made of wood,
or tabby, although one or two coquina houses had
made their appearance by 1600, or shortly thereafter. However, after the introduction of coquina
in the construction of the Castillo, that material
appears to have been generally adapted to almost
every type of building. By 1763, 200 private dwellings, as well as the church, parish house, convent,
governor’s house, and hospitals were made with
coquina walls; and, while many of these structures
have since disappeared, there are still sufficient
remains of the first Spanish period to enable the
archeologist, architect and historian to fill in a substantial part of the story.
St. Augustine domestic architecture, as developed
by the Spanish, was generally simple in detail, the
houses being, ordinarily, one-or-two story rectangular buildings. In some cases, moreover the roofs
were thick, being made of wood, tabby and mud,
and in others, pitched, with heavy beams and handhewn shingles. Window openings and doors were
few and of plain design. The floors were nearly
always of earth, or of earth and shell solidly
tamped, for little wood was used, owing to the dampness and rot. There were very few fireplaces in
the first Spanish period. A conspicuous feature,
moreover, was the overhanging wooden balconies
which, in the narrow streets, almost completely covered these thoroughfares.
222
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Facing the beautiful water front, and in an environment of great live oaks, Spanish moss, flowering
shrubs, and gleaming white sand dunes, St. Augustine presents a great natural charm in addition to
its historical lure.
In such surroundings it is not difficult to picture
the drama and color of the fiesta days, when the
streets were filled with Spanish-speaking people of
all ages and classes, dressed in bright and extravagant costumes, the men strumming guitars, the
ladies wearing lace shawls, and the children crowding about to hear the music and to watch the characteristic folk dances always to be associated with
such events.
Then, too, there were the more solemn religious
ceremonies, when the long processions of church
dignitaries together with the laity, marched through
the streets of the town wearing the robes of office,
carrying crucifixes, and celebrating mass. Always
interesting as these ceremonies were to the population, they took on added emphasis upon certain
special occasions, when visiting churchmen happened to come to St. Augustine, as occurred at the time
of Bishop Altamirano’s trip for inspection from
Havana in 1605, and, again, when Bishop Calderon
came in 1674.
There was, moreover, the military life to add
color to the city, for during the Spanish period St.
Augustine was primarily a presidio, or fortified
frontier garrison, and its armed and uniformed
soldiers were always a feature, as they went about
their tasks,-on sentry duty in the forts and defense
lines, or in building fortifications and in keeping
military equipment and barracks in good order.
Such were the more obvious features of the life
as revealed in the records. Behind the scenes, and
not so easy to recreate in the imagination, was the
activity in the home. But it can be safely inferred
that in the gathering of the food supply, in the preparation of the many palatable Spanish dishes, and
223
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in the making of clothing and of beautiful laces for
which the Spanish were justly famous, the ordinary
housewife of St. Augustine was kept busy. And
especially was this true, since there were gardens
to be planted and tended, domestic animals and
fowls to be cared for, while perhaps a soldier-husband was absent on duty at some remote frontier
post.
This routine existence could be easily upset in
moments of threatened or actual attack. Indian
and pirate raids were numerous, and after the middle of the seventeenth century the fear of the English was constant. More than once in circumstances
of great peril the inhabitants were forced to abandon their homes altogether and find refuge in the
fort ; there, perhaps in the heat of summer and without adequate food or water, to remain until the
trouble was ended. And until after the construction of the inner lines early in the eighteenth century these attacks more often than not involved the
destruction of homes and other property, and the
necessity of reconstructing dwellings and of refurnishing them. 10
10. Numerous attacks upon St. Augustine by hostile foes as well
as many other threats of attack occurred during the first
Spanish period. Ribault’s demonstration came before the
settlement was hardly established, and there were a number of Indian raids in the earliest period, followed by Drake’s
attack in 1586, at which time the inhabitants were forced to
flee to the woods and watch the English freebooter burn their
town and fort. In the seventeenth century pirate raids were
common, perhaps the most important of these occurred in
1668, being led by the notorious Davis. After the beginning
of the eighteenth century, the attitude of the English in the
Carolinas and Georgia made life in St. Augustine uncertain
and hazardous. Moore’s attack in 1702, despite his failure
to take the castle, resulted in the destruction of approximately forty homes and public buildings and it was nearly
thirty years before the Spanish government settled all of
the claims for damages resulting from destruction to property by its subjects in St. Augustine. Likewise Palmer’s
attack in 1728 caused heavy loss, particularly in the adjacent
negro and Indian villages immediately north of the town.
In 1740 Oglethorpe laid siege to St. Augustine for several
weeks, and, though in the long run he failed in his objectives, this period was one of great inconvenience and suffering for the inhabitants.

224
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IV.
In 1565 King Philip II announced his determination to establish a military naval base on the Bahama Channel, ostensibly to protect the Spanish
treasure fleet and to be a center for Christianizing
the Indians of Florida. His decision, however, reflected a deeper motive, involving Spain’s relationship to the international situation.
During the fifty-two years following Ponce de
Leon’s voyage of discovery in 1513, several attempts
to colonize this region had failed dismally, and, by
1561, the official Spanish opinion of it was distinctly
unfavorable. It was regarded as a land lacking in
fertility of soil and mineral resources and containing extremely hostile native tribes. In comparison
with the favorble location and conditions of the
West Indies and the rich treasures of Mexico and
Peru, it was a forbidding wilderness; and Spaniards generally felt that further effort to colonize
it would be costly and would only serve to direct
attention away from more profitable enterprises
in the New World. 11
But in 1562 this state of affairs was abruptly
altered by the vigorous French effort to gain control over Florida, which stimulated on the part of
the Spaniards a renewed interest in the possible
establishment of a colony on the shores of the North
Atlantic. The result, three years later, was the
11. The story of the attempt of Lucas Vasquez de Ayllon to
establish a Spanish settlement at the mouth of the River
Jordan (possibly the Cape Fear River or the Great Pedee)
is given by Woodbury Lowery in The Spanish Settlements
Within the Present Limits of the United States, 1513-1561,
153-68.
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founding of the colony of St. Augustine by Pedro
Menendez de Aviles. 12
The swiftness and the apparent ruthlessness with
which Menendez acted from the moment of his
arrival in Florida can not be explained merely as
an outburst of Catholic fervor against the heretic,
even though that consideration was involved. In
the circumstances, because both Spain and France
were nominally at peace with each other, and because both monarchs were Catholic, the religious
justification was the most convenient excuse by
which to support the action of the Adelantado.
12. The record of the career of Menendez was preserved in three
contemporary biographies by men who were close to him and
who wrote from personal knowledge as well as from the
records. These were Gonzalo Solis de Meras, of the colony
of Florida; Mendoza Grajales, who was his chaplain and
also a resident of Florida; and Barrientos, a professor of
Latin at the University of Salamancas, who finished his life
of the Adelantado in 1568. In addition to these, Barcia,
Ensayo Chronologico made available materials from original
sources now lost. For the general reader, however, the
most useful biography of the founder of the St. Augustine
colony is Jeannette Thurber Connor’s Pedro Menendez de
Aviles, published by the Florida State Historical Society
(DeLand, 1923). It is well to add that this work by Mrs.
Connor, as well as her volume on Jean Ribault (1927), and
two volumes of Colonial Records of Spanish Florida (1925;
1930), also published by the Florida State Historical Society
constitute an invaluable collection of source materials for
the first fifteen years of the colony of St. Augustine (from
1565 to 1580). Very little published source materials are
available for the period from 1580-1675, at which time the
English records begin. For the Spanish materials, the student must rely largely upon the unpublished documents of
the Archives of the Indies, from which selected transcribed
and photostated copies have been made; these are to be
found in such collections as the Lowery, Brooks and Connor
materials in the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress, the Buckingham Smith transcriptions in the New York
Historical Society Library and the John B. Stetson (Florida
State Historical Society) photostats now in the Library of
Congress. This last collection of Spanish official documents,
which covers the entire first period of the history of Spanish Florida, is by all odds the most valuable single source
of information available in the United States upon this phase
of our colonial era.
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Far more important than the religious consideration, however was the fact that by the destruction
of the French colonists the Spanish position in
Florida was reinforced to such an extent that for
nearly a century no serious European competition
again appeared south of Chesapeake Bay. And,
in so far as the French were concerned, their reappearance as a serious factor in Florida was postponed for nearly one hundred and twenty-five
years. 13
Unfortunately the founder of St. Augustine had
but started his work at his death in 1574. This
event marks the beginning of a critical period in the
life of the colony. The Adelantado had pursued an
aggressive and successful course with the wholehearted support of the King (Philip II) but in so
doing he had acted in such a manner as to incur
the displeasure of high officials of the government
who did not like his independent spirit, much less
the way the Crown had made him sole proprietor of
the colony in Florida.
To finance the colony Menendez spent all of his
personal fortune. He left no real successor to carry
on the work he had begun, certainly no one with his
vision of what ought to be done. And, even more
serious, his hope of putting the colony upon a sound
basis through the development of a practical agricultural program was soon forgotten.
The Spanish king was now forced to decide whether to withdraw the colony altogether, or to discover some other way of handling it. Some of
Philip’s closest advisers, believing that it had
13. The French re-appeared in the last years of the seventeenth
century as a factor in the international situation involving
the frontier of Florida, at approximately the same time that
Spain reestablished the settlement of Pensacola. The French
activities, no longer directed to the eastern seaboard, were
confined to the area at the mouth of the Mississippi river
and along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico, particularly in
Mobile bay, where a colony was established.
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served its purpose when the French were driven out,
frankly opposed the idea of any further support
and argued that Spain should concentrate her
efforts elsewhere.
For the time being the King decided to abandon
the proprietary principle and to make St. Augustine
primarily a military and naval base, rather than a
general agricultural colony, as Menendez had intended. As such it was to be a point from which
to oppose the numerous pirates infesting the Bahama Channel, the route followed by the Spanish
plate fleets. Also, it was to serve as a buffer, protecting the north shores of the Caribbean, and the
general interests of New Spain. As for the problem of conquering the wilderness, that task was
assigned to the Franciscans, who were expected to
carry on a vigorous missionary program among the
Indians. Such was the revised Spanish plan for
Florida, and this it continued to be for more than
a century, despite repeated efforts on the part of
the local officials and colonists to persuade the government to adopt a large-scale agrarian and colonial
program.
The cost of this program was paid by a subsidy,
known as the “situado.” Each year one or more
ships must be sent from St. Augustine to Vera Cruz,
Mexico, where the situado was collected, and certain supplies including military equipment, clothing,
flour and other food stuffs were purchased. Thereafter, it was necessary to carry this cargo of money
and supplies under the covetous eyes of the pirates
to Havana, and thence to St. Augustine. At best
the system was thoroughly unsatisfactory, and
when, as sometimes happened, the supply ships
were captured or wrecked, the inhabitants were
reduced to the direst of circumstances-all the more
serious because no one could leave Florida legally
without the permission of the Spanish government
228
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and because it was almost impossible to secure such
relief. In view of these economic weaknesses, it
may well be wondered how the colony could continue
to exist, much less make progress.
The brighter side of the picture during the first
century was the activity of the Franciscans. Until
1572 the Jesuits had been in charge of the missions
in Florida and had succeeded in establishing themselves with less than a dozen priests on both coasts
of Florida and even for a short time in the remote
district of Axacan not far from Chesapeake Bay in
the present State of Virginia-the first European
occupation of that area.
Wear the close of the administration of Menendez,
however, the followers of Loyola decided to leave
Florida in order to devote their full attention to
other rapidly expanding Jesuit operations in New
Spain ; then the Franciscans took over, beginning
their work in 1574. During the century that followed they developed, in the face of great obstacles,
a mission system of imposing strength, which at its
height, near the middle of the seventeenth century,
included two important chains of stations, involving substantial portions of the present states of
Florida, Georgia and South Carolina, the one running northward from St. Augustine to Port Royal
Sound, the other westward and northward, to the
head of Apalache Bay, and up the ApalachicolaChattahoochee River. In addition, there were also
a few stations located south of the capital in the
direction of Cape Canaveral. In all, this mission
system at its maximum strength, included more than
fifty Franciscans and perhaps thirteen thousand
converts, distributed in approximately thirty-four
principal stations, around which were clustered
numerous other Indian villages, relating more or
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less directly to the central mission or “doctrina." 14
The Franciscan program was characterized with
the same self-denial and devotion to ideals as was
later exhibited by the Spanish priests in the Southwest and in California. Often the friars went alone
and unprotected into the wilderness, there to remain
for months without relief at their posts of duty
Their work, as a customary thing required constant
travel from one place to another, for there were
never sufficient numbers of them to permit their
assignment to single stations, except in the case of
a few of the more important missions.
The Franciscans performed a multitude of duties,
building some of the first churches in what is now
the United States, mastering the native tongues,
making the first dictionaries in the Indian dialects,
giving instructions in the catechism, acting as the
first school teachers, and so developing their program that they became, to a considerable extent,
the political as well as spiritual rulers of the Spanish provinces governed from St. Augustine.
In every sense these missionaries were the advance guard of Spain in North America; in their
wake followed the military and political activities
of the mother country, carrying with them grave
international complications that would affect the
future destiny of this territory in ways yet unrealized. When the long arm of English colonization,
14. For the story of the missions in Florida, see Michael Kenny’s
The Romance of the Floridas (New York, 1934), which is
primarily a defense of the Jesuit contribution; John Tate
Lanning’s The Spanish Missions of Georgia (Chapel Hill,
1935), mainly a narrative of the Franciscans north of the
St. Johns river; and Maynard Geiger’s The Franciscan Conquest of Florida (1573-1618) (Washington, 1937). While
only the Jesuits and Franciscans were concerned with the
history of Spanish Florida after the founding of St. Augustine in 1565, to another order, that of the Dominicans, probably goes the honor of being the first Catholic missionaries
“to preach to the natives along what is now the Atlantic
coast of the United States.” Lowery, Spanish Settlements,
1513-61, 391.
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extending southward during the first half of the
seventeenth century, at length came into direct conflict with the Spaniards, it was the Franciscan missions which bore the brunt of the attack until, overpowered by the English fur trader and English gold,
rum and firearms, they at length capitulated.
Of significance in the history of the missions was
the vigorous support accorded by the Franciscans
to the Indians’ ancient rights in the land. In so
doing, these churchmen resisted all attempts by the
Spaniards to alienate these lands. No doubt this
was another important reason why a general agricultural system was never successfully established
by Spain in Florida.
The military frontier from a geographical standpoint in the first century of Spanish Florida corresponded closely to that of the religious frontier,
though until the high tide of the missions about
1660 the tendency of the Spanish government was
to place the emphasis upon the Franciscan organization at the expense of soldiers and forts. There
was a feeling that the priest rather than the soldier
afforded the best protection of the frontier, which
attitude was perhaps justified so long as the Spaniard dealt solely with the Indian. But as the English invasion into Florida began with the colonization of the Carolinas and Georgia, this process
was reversed, the Spanish military forces being
gradually increased, and the number and strength
of the missions decreased. And as may be surmised, the decline of the missions was hastened by
the ruthlessness of the English methods, for, when
231
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border warfare began, many of the missions were
completely destroyed and abandoned. 15
In the first century, as has been pointed out, Spain
developed three principal military centers in Spanish Florida, at St. Augustine, at San Mateo, and at
Santa Elena. In 1587 Fort Felipe at Santa Elena
was abandoned but the activities of Spanish soldiery continued in that region where they maintained several smaller forts and regular patrols along
the coast line.
Since the situado, until Oglethorpe’s time, supported a maximum of only 300 persons in the entire
colony of Florida-priests, government officers and
soldiers, the garrisons were necessarily small and
scattered. The actual force in the Castillo de San
Marcos at St. Augustine, for the first century of
occupation was usually less than 150 men, because
there were always a number of outlying posts, such
as San Marcos in Apalache, Picolata and San Francisco de Pupo on the St. Johns, Fort Matanzas at
lower Matanzas inlet, and San Diego lying between
St. Augustine and San Mateo, which must also be
garrisoned. Until 1587, San Mateo and Santa Elena
had approximately the same quotas of soldiers as
St. Augustine.
Unlike the English and French, the Spaniards,
until a relatively late date, incorporated few native
Indian forces into their military system, due mainly, to the fact that the practice would have been con15. Connors Colonial Records of Spanish Florida contains a
great deal of information regarding the forts, garrisons,
and general activities at St. Augustine, San Mateo, and Santa
Elena to the year 1580. For the period which follows, one
must depend largely upon unpublished sources, such as the
Lowery transcripts and the Stetson photostats from the
Archives of the Indies. However the thread of the military
as well as the political story can be obtained from Geiger,
The Franciscan Conquest of Florida, Lanning, The Spanish
Missions of Georgia, Herbert E. Bolton, Spain’s Title to Georgia (Berkeley, 1925), and Verner Crane, The Southern Frontier 1670-1732 (Philadelphia, 1929).
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trary to the religious policy; even though patrol
work often necessitating long arduous trips into the
wilderness, especially at times of Indian unrest,
was a serious drain upon man-power and other military resources. Nor did the Spanish, as in the case
of other European nations on the Atlantic seaboard,
ever adopt to any considerable degree the Indian’s
type of warfare.
The expansion of Spanish missions westward
toward Apalache Bay, which began shortly after
1600, was followed up, somewhat tardily, by the
military program. Before the middle of the seventeenth century, however, a fort was established at
San Luis, very near the site of the present Tallahassee. Somewhat later, that is by 1682, when
Spain was fighting desperately to hold the mission
lines from St. Augustine to Apalache and northward into the province of Apalachicola, Fort Apalache was built at the head of the bay by that name,
supplanting Fort Luis; it, in turn, eventually gave
way to the forts at Pensacola as the frontier was
extended into the Mississipppi Valley.
The English-Spanish conflict after 1670 for the
possession of the frontier of Florida, involving also
France in the west to some degree, resulted in the
gradual withdrawal of the Spanish forces southward-a movement which did not stop even when
the mission road from St. Augustine to Apalache
Bay was reached. In the last stages of the struggle
the area within the triangle formed by the defenses
at St. Augustine, at the mouth of the St. Johns River,
and at Picolata and San Francisco de Pupo formed
the center of Spanish resistance. In passing it is
of interest to note that, due largely to additions in
the military forces, the Spanish population increased more than ten-fold between 1674 and 1764.
The political ties which bound the Spanish provinces on the Atlantic seaboard to the remainder
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of the colonial organization of Spain in the New
World were never close. While theoretically Florida was under the viceroy of Mexico, the connection
was extremely loose, and actually the home government through the Council of the Indies and the Casa
de Contratacion (House of Trade) exercised much
more control than did the viceroy. Likewise the
relationship of the local government of Florida to
the Audiencia of Santo Domingo, a body of judicial
nature, having an important administrative connection to the viceroy, was only nominal. In the case
of the church the tie was closer, supervision being
under the Bishop of Havana.
Practically speaking, however, there was little
direct control except by local officials of the Florida
frontier; and the colony, because of its remote position, operated with comparative independence, except for the occasional visits of inspecting officers,
or visitadors. Correspondence with the viceroy,
the Council of the Indies, and the Casa de Contratacion, such as was carried on, was extremely slow
and questions were often debated back and forth for
months, or even years, before being settled. In the
meanwhile the local officials acted as they saw fit.
The chief political officer in Spanish Florida,
from the time of the death of Menendez until the
British period in 1763, was the governor (goberndor) who was appointed by the King from a list of
names prepared and submitted to him by the Council of the Indies. As in other parts of New Spain,
Florida’s local government included usually, besides
the governor, certain other royal officers, the principal ones being a treasurer, an accountant, and a
factor, whose duty it was to purchase and distribute
all the supplies under the situado. Each of these
was subordinate to the governor as were the military and religious officials. Mention also should be
made of the sergeant mayor, the notary (escribano)
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and the chief pilot (piloto mayor). The sergeant
mayor supervised the affairs of the garrison, and
often was a political figure, second only to the governor, whose duties he sometimes assumed, as acting governor. The notary kept the official records
and wrote the letters, while the pilot was the chief
of navigation in the colony.
The governor, who was almost invariably an outsider, was the personal representative of the King
in Florida and held theoretically absolute power.
However he found himself more often than not confronted with a strongly entrenched local clique made
up of residents of long tenure and influence. This
clique developed very much as the invisible governments in some of our states and cities today, and
was especially potent because the Spanish system
provided for “visitas,” or investigations of the
administrations of the governor and the other royal
officers during their terms of office, as well as “residencias” at the end of the terms of each governor,
in which the testimony of the inhabitants was taken
by the investigator to determine the character of
the services of the local officials of the King.
The governors as well as the other royal officials,
knowing what investigations they must face at such
times, were customarily careful to cultivate support
among those whose testimony might otherwise
blacken their reputations, and thereby prevent much
desired promotions in the government service. Thus
injustice sometimes resulted from the residencias,
although, in theory, at least, they served a good
purpose. One important result of the visitas and
the residencias was the growth of a strong tone of
localism and of separatism, and the manifestation
of certain tendencies toward democratic government, which were still further accentuated by the
geographical isolation of the Florida frontier.
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Life in Spanish St. Augustine, though marked by
the perplexities of unhealthy economic conditions,
the lack of the ordinary necessities, and, in many
instances, grinding poverty, had its interesting and
even unusual features.
Theoretically, if not always in actual practice, the
King was concerned in the minute details of the lives
of his subjects. They were frequently sent to Florida without their consent, and forced to remain there
as long as the royal will decreed. From the beginning, however, a reasonably normal family life existed, and by the beginning of the seventeenth century there were a substantial group of men, women,
and children of Spanish stock, called creoles who
were native born Floridians, and who had lived
since birth in St. Augustine. The population was
much more stable than might be suspected in view
of the tenuous circumstances of its existence. The
minor civil and military offices were open to native
born inhabitants of Spanish blood, and in these a
certain amount of promotion was possible. In fact,
the entire military system soon became, in effect, a
local militia, for the reason that most of the soldiers
were recruited from the native population. Only
the governorship, and the higher church offices, both
regular and secular, were normally filled through
the appointment of outsiders.
The violation of the harsher laws of the empire
was winked at or altogether ignored, as was the case
frequently on the American frontier. Smuggling
was prevalent and undoubtedly was an important
source of income of established families, though not
to the extent of the development of large fortunes.
Likewise, in certain instances, lands were illegally
appropriated for agricultural purposes, often with
the consent of the governor. To be sure, this was
done mainly on lands near St. Augustine which the
Indians had abandoned voluntarily, as they retired
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to areas less likely to be in the direct path of either
the Spanish friar or soldier.
Though a general agricultural system was never
established, the first period of Spanish occupation
marks the beginning, in the present area of the
United States, of the cultivation of grapes, citrus,
figs and several other European fruits and crops.
And with the raising of grapes in Florida, the Spanish also began to make domestic wines of good quality, though they continued to import some varieties
from Spain and the West Indies.
Another colonial activity in Spanish Florida was
the introduction, in considerable numbers, of cattle,
horses, various kinds of fowls, and hogs; and many
a razorback hog now running wild in the swamps
of Florida, Georgia, and the Carolinas might trace
his ancestry back to some proud Spanish porker
brought to St. Augustine in the sixteenth, seventeenth or eighteenth centuries.
The adaptability of the Spanish to native products is worth noting, as in the case of corn (maize),
and tobacco, both of which being indigenous to
Florida, were borrowed from the Indians. Likewise
oysters, turtles, and turtle eggs, became common
sources of food, and one of the finest of Spanish
dishes, still served in St. Augustine, was a combination of shrimp and corn, or rice, called “pilau.”
Ordinary varieties of garden vegetables of both
European and native origin and many types of
flowering plants and shrubs were grown in St.
Augustine, as well as at the mission stations and
military posts, and in some of the old gardens are
yet to be found plants, flowers, and trees with an
ancestry traceable to the first Spanish period.
The social system theoretically was rigid, corresponding to that prevailing in Spain, but the natural
influences of the frontier tended to modify it. In
fact many democratic influences were at work. As
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for negro slavery, the first appearance of this institution in permanent form in the area of what is now
continental United States, occurred at St. Augustine where it existed there almost from the beginning of the settlement, antedating that at Jamestown by more than a half century. 16 In Spanish
Florida, however, property rights to slaves at first
seem to have been in the Crown, rather than in private owners. Gradually the system became more
like that in the English speaking settlements, being
marked by the assignment of slaves to individual
Spaniards for certain kinds of work.
The benevolent attitude of the Spanish toward
the negroes is indicated by the fact that it was possible for the blacks to buy, or otherwise to gain,
16. The first appearance of African slavery in what is now continental United States appears to have occurred in the year
1526 when Ayllon made his ill fated attempt to plant a
colony along the Carolina coast. He brought with him a
number of negro slaves and there is a record that after his
death these slaves revolted and murdered Gines Dancel, the soldier who had tried to secure for himself the leadership of the colony. Regarding the introduction of slaves
into the colony at St. Augustine, it is not clear that Menendez brought over any in his first expedition. See Connor’s
Pedro Menendez, 77. However, Lowery, op. cit. (1562-1574),
143, 145, 147, while apparently agreeing with Connor’s conclusion in regard to the first expedition, states (160) that
“the negro slaves were quartered in the huts of the Indian
village and the work on the defenses was proceeded with.”
That this mention of negro slaves undoubtedly relates to
the months of August and September 1565, is shown in
the following sentence in which Lowery says that “while
the work was in progress, two of Ribault’s ships . . . made
a demonstration at the mouth of the harbor.” (160-1). The
comment of H. I. Priestly in his work The Coming of the
White Man (New York, 1929), 73, to the effect that “negro
slaves of the Spanish King were sent to Florida in 1581,”
and that “a small party of them was engaged for two years
in making a wooden platform for the artillery of the fort
at old San Agustin,” while indicating the presence of negroes
in Florida at that date, should not be taken to mean that
this was the first such occurrence. It seems to be a fair
conclusion that the institution of negro slavery existed almost from the beginning of the colony at St. Augustine; and
it is quite evident that Menendez had a license to bring over
slaves.
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their freedom, and gradually some of them did so.
Escaped slaves from the Carolinas and Georgia in
the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries added
to the number of free negroes and tended to create
a new problem. As a result many of them were
segregated in little villages near St. Augustine,
among which the most notable example was perhaps
that of “Mosa” village. Some of the fortifications
and military lines were built with negro labor, such
as Fort Mosa, on the Tolomato (Worth) river at the
eastern extremity of the Mosa, or northern, parallel.
The question of Indian relations, as has been previously pointed out, was always an interesting one.
The desire to Christianize the Indian was one of the
chief reasons for the maintenance of the Spanish
colony in Florida and his welfare was of great concern both to the church and to the government.
Under Spanish law, as a member of his community
or tribe, he was the legal owner of the land. His
agricultural system as well as his simple and natural life won the hearty commendation of religious
leaders, such as Altamirano, Ore, and Calderon, who
regarded him as living, in his native state and under Christian influence, a relatively ideal existence.
In reality, however, there were many weaknesses
in the protective system with which the Indian was
surrounded. While the encomienda gained no headway in Florida, because it was illegal for Spaniards
to hold private land grants, it did not necessarily
follow that the Indian was entirely without responsibility under the Spanish system. Regularly he
was compelled to furnish agricultural products to
the garrison, and to transplant these to St. Augustine. For these contributions he received little
recompense or consideration.
Moreover, he was required upon occasion to labor
on public works in the capital or at other places in
Spanish Florida, assisting in building forts, defense
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lines, and public buildings. In this arduous labor
he served without pay, frequently being forced to
provide his own food, as well as being under the
necessity of staying away from his tribe indefinitely. The Franciscans vigorously protested these
enforced labor practices, but they could not prevent
the system.
In other respects the friars themselves interfered
to his discomfiture. The most serious Indian rebellions in the first two centuries of Spanish rule
in Florida were caused by attempts on the part of
the friars to interfere with ancient customs of the
tribes, involving efforts to prevent polygamy, and
to clothe the naked tribesmen after the European
manner. There was a clamor also at times when
the Franciscans were charged with requiring various forms of menial labor from their converts; and,
even in some cases charges of excessive cruelty on
the part of the priests, such as whipping and other
forms of torture.
Everything considered, however, the relationship
with the Indian in Spanish Florida was as altruistic as that of any Europeans in our colonial history.
It left him in the possession of his wilderness and
preserved for the most part his racial integrity,
while attempting to Christianize him and to emancipate him from primitive practices. And while the
intermingling of Spanish and Indian blood was not
uncommon, it was not encouraged to the degree
practiced by other Europeans in North America, or
for that matter, by the Spaniards themselves elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere. 17
17. The fifteen volumes of the Catholic records of the Parish
of St. Augustine, the oldest in the United States of any
church group, dating from 1594, constitute an important
source of information on the social history of St. Augustine, supplying abundant data regarding family names, births,
deaths, and marriages. The original records are in the Parish houses at St. Augustine: in addition two complete photostatic copies have been made, one being in the library of
the St. Augustine Historical Society, and the other in the
National Archives, Washington, D. C.
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V.
As was pointed out above, the Spanish nation in
the sixteenth century transplanted practically all
the features of its civilization to the New World.
These, to be sure, were gradually modified and diversified as the result of environmental influences.
In the history of the St. Augustine colony, therefore, we can expect to find, and we do find, inherited
tendencies characteristic of other communities of
Spain, but with certain marked differences due to
the topography, climate, soil, rainfall, ecology, and
other environmental features peculiar to Spanish
Florida.
One important factor was the remoteness of
Spanish Florida and its separation from other parts
of the Spanish empire in the New World, which undoubtedly had a powerful effect, upon the inhabitants and their institutions. Thus, for example, the
more or less flourishing conditions of trade and commerce prevalent in other parts of New Spain were,
in St. Augustine, sadly lacking; and the absence of
healthy economic conditions meant that poverty was
always present as well as a certain pessimism in
the minds of the people concerning the prospects
of the colony.
This geographical separation likewise affected
political matters. Though controlled by a rigid
colonial system and by a Spanish monarch having
theoretically absolute power, royal officers and
subjects alike were so often forced to shift for themselves on this remote frontier that they formed the
habit of acting with a considerable degree of independence. The result was the development of certain of the democratic tendencies of a self-governing community, such as American frontier conditions have elsewhere produced. Furthermore, in
St. Augustine, Spanish class distinctions always
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appeared on the surface to be more inflexible than
they actually were, and, as a matter of fact, in
numerous cases men of ability but of humble origin
were able to force their way to the top of the social
ladder.
Despite its environment and isolation, however,
St. Augustine, like other Spanish towns in the New
World, reflected in its physical condition, and in the
attitudes of its population, characteristics peculiar
to Spaniards. Language, dress, religion, home life,
military methods, and advanced ideas regarding
civic planning show the influence of deep-rooted
Spanish customs and practices, which environment
might to some extent modify, but never could entirely change.
With these things in mind, what then did St.
Augustine contribute to American culture and
civilization?
For one thing, the St. Augustine colony demonstrated for the first time in North America those
essentially pioneer characteristics of mind-courage, initiative, perseverance, and adaptability, so
necessary to the successful conquest of the American frontier, to which should be added certain well
defined attributes of liberalism and democracy.
Moreover, the experiences of the Spaniards in St.
Augustine afforded to other nations important lessons in what to avoid as well as what to do in the
conduct of frontier affairs. The English, especially,
seem to have made a careful study of the Spanish
methods, and their criticisms, therefore, are of interest. They charged, for example, that it was a
mistake to set up a military and religious regime
in Spanish Florida, and at the same time to neglect
to develop sound agricultural methods, and generally to fail to appreciate and to use properly the
natural resources of the region ; again they criticised their rivals as not being able to understand
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the fundamentals of good house architecture, asserting that their private dwellings lacked such
useful features as fireplaces and chimneys and good
floors and windows. Finally, they said that the
Spaniards were idealistic and impractical in their
relationship with the Indian tribes. In all of these
criticisms the English were without doubt correct
to a certain degree.
But while the inhabitants of Spanish Florida
were perhaps, in their simple life, lacking in some
respects, and while they also could not support on
their remote frontier any of the highly developed
institutions and practices which existed in such
centers as Mexico City and Lima-the great universities, the art galleries, printing presses, and the
activities of celebrated poets, painters, sculptors and
scientists ; yet, nevertheless, on a more modest basis,
St. Augustine did have its schools, its art, its literature and its science brought in principally by the
religious orders as a part of the mission program.
The churches were built after the fashion existing throughout Spanish America and reflected a
good taste in architecture and mural decorations.
The forts and other public and private buildings
likewise, despite the criticism of the English, showed
evidence of an appreciation of the artistic as well
as the realistic, and in the case of the Castillo de
San Marcos the Spaniards produced a great monument to art as well as to military engineering. Thus,
also, in the laying out of the town, diligent attention was given to the aesthetic as well as to the practical nature of the problem, and inside of the grim
military defense lines were to be found a well kept
plaza, an impressive governor’s mansion, simple
but attractive homes, pleasantly shaded streets, and
other details of community planning, indicative of
an unusual appreciation of the importance of combining natural and man-made features in the inter243
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ests of beauty and harmony. Herein perchance lies
the secret of the natural charm of St. Augustine
which has captivated visitors from the days of the
British occupation down to the present time. And
to the same result the general environment of St.
Augustine, the magnificent water front, the great
trees, the flowers, and the vegetation also have contributed a great deal.
The Spanish character presents certain apparent
contradictions to the student of history, which make
it somewhat difficult of analysis. According to one
authority, Fombona, Spanish Americans were, as
perhaps they still are, a people “essentially democratic and at the same time eminently despotic; they
are proud and yet beg alms ; they are of indomitable
personal independence but as a nation submit to a
most pronounced absolutism; they are very Catholic yet little religious.” Fombona further concludes
that “the Spaniard and the Spanish American do
not tolerate abuses from servility, but from excess
of individualism through lack of social cohesion,
and through failure to exercise their rights." 18
While these observations contain a kernel of
truth, they do not afford a true understanding of
the Spanish character as reflected in the history of
St. Augustine. Rather this is to be found, even
today, in the simple and intimate details of home
life, and in the pleasant and harmonious environment. For these objective elements of history, far
more realistical than the written records, reveal the
fundamental processes of growth in this community, and above all a remarkably clear balance of human values quite unusual in frontier conditions,
which is possibly the chief contribution of St.
Augustine to American culture.
18. Jones, Cecil Knight, “The Transmission and Diffusion of
Culture in the Spanish American Colonies,” in Colonial Hispanic America, edited by A. Curtis Wilgus (Washington,
1936) 303.
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If, as may logically be expected, the St. Augustine Historical Program, through its research activities and treatment of sites and environment leads
to a sharper definition and better understanding of
the various elements connected with the history of
St. Augustine, then the attributes which for centuries contributed to make this ancient city one of
the most important on the North American continent, may again become generally known and appreciated to the benefit of this and future generations.
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